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The orthography of Modern Welsh is the long-range result of adapting the Roman al- 
phabet to the Celtic languages of Britain. The Roman alphabet corresponds to the 
sounds of Modem Welsh as shown in table 59.8 (differences between South Walian 
and North Walian are indicated by the abbreviations SW and NW). Digraphs consist- 
ing of consonant plus h indicate, in part, changes resulting from morphophonemic 
processes called mutation (see below). In addition to the symbols shown, the letter y 
[(%] is sometimes used in words borrowed from English, e.g. garej 'garage', 7^// 'jel- 
ly'. The letter z is occasionally used for [z] in borrowed words, but s is more usual: 
SW [zui] 'zoo'. The Welsh palatal fricative [J] is represented by the digraph si before 
a vowel: siarad ['Jarad] 'talk'. 

An important difference between North and South Walian pronunciation is that 
the former has the additional vowels [^, ii], written with u and y. In South Welsh these 
have merged with [i, ii], although the orthographic distinction remains. This holds for 
the off glide segments of diphthongs as well. The pronunciation of y varies according 
to its position in the word: it is SW [i, ii], NW [^, ii] in most monosyllables (e.g. dyn 
'man', ty 'house'), and in final syllables of polysyllabic words. But it is [s] for both 
dialects in non-final syllables, thus mynydd ['msn-tS] 'mountain', pi. mynyddoedd 
[mo'noScH^S]. The pronunciation [a] is also used in some unstressed monosyllabic ele- 
ments, e.g. the definite article forms y and yr,fy 'my', dy 'your', }?/2 'in', yn 'predica- 
tive particle', and yn 'preverbal particle'. 

The standard literary representation and pronunciation of Modem Welsh involves 
short and long vowels (except y, when pronounced [s]). Length is partly predictable 
in terms of following consonants, but the circumflex accent is often used to indicate 
unpredictable vowel length (often in loans): lien 'literature', pel 'ball', cor 'choir', 
plat 'plate' . The circumflex is omitted in certain common (native) words with long 
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TABLE 59.8: Welsh Orthography 



Letter Name Value Notes 



a 


a 


[a, ai] 


b 


bi 


[b] 


c 


ec 


[k] 


ch 


ech 


[X] 


d 


di 


[d] 


dd 


edd 


[3] 


e 


e 


[e, ei] 


f 


ef 


[V] 


ff 


eff 


[f] 


g 


eg 


[g] 


ng 


eng 


[q] 


h 


hets 


[h] 


i 


1 


[I, ii] 


1 


el 


[1] 


11 


ell 


m 


m 


em 


[m] 


n 


en 


[n] 








[0, 01] 


P 


pi 


[p] 


ph 


ffi,yff[ff] 


r 


ri 


[r] 


rh 


rhi 


[IT] 


s 


es 


[s] 


t 


ti 


[t] 


th 


eth 


[6] 


u 


u 


NW: [*, ii] 
SW: [i, ii] 


w 


w 


[u, ui] 


y 


y 


NW: [+, i:] 



ae = [af]; ai = [ai]; au = NW [a], SW [e]; aw = [ay] 



^i = [^i]; ^w/^j = NW [of], SW [oi]; ew = [ey] 



Occasionally represents [qg], as in Bangor; mutated form ngh is [qr)] 

Letter name pronounced [heitT] 

Before a vowel, i may represent [i]. Letter name in SW is i-dot 



Mutated mh = [mrn] 

Mutated nh = [nn] 

oe, oi = [Of]; ou = NW [oi], SW [oi] 

Mutated form of/?; pronounced the same as/ 



Before a vowel, si = [J] 



MW = [^-ui] 

uw = [lui]; letter name is u-bedol 

wy = [m]; sequence gw may be [gu] before vowel 

NW: [+, i:] In monosyllables, non-final syllables, and particles, both NW and SW 

SW: [i, ii] have [o] 

vowels, and one must simply learn the correct pronunciation: hen [hem] 'old', dyn 
[dim] 'man'. 

Stress falls generally on the penult, and is not usually indicated by any written 
mark (even when it falls elsewhere). Examples of unwritten ultimate stress include 
Cymraeg [ksm'rafg] 'the Welsh language'; the emphatic pronouns Isg. myfi, 2sg. ty- 
di, etc.; and the class of verbal nouns ending in -(h)au, such asparhau 'to continue, 
endure' and mwynhau 'to enjoy'. Stress is written (exceptionally) in certain suffixes, 
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TABLE 59.9: Welsh Initial Consonant Mutatiorf 



Initial 


Lenited 


Nasalized Spirantized Example 


Gloss 


'his ...' 


'my...' 'her...' 


P 


b 


mh 


ph 


pen 


'head' 


eiben 


fymhen eiphen 


t 


d 


nh 


th 


tad 


'father' 


eidad 


fy nhad ei thad 


c 


g 


ngh 


ch 


ci 


'dog' 


eigi 


fy nghi ei chi 


b 


f 


m 


* 


braich 


'arm' 


ei fraich 


fy mraich ei braich 


d 


dd 


n 


* 


dant 


'tooth' 


ei ddant 


fy nant ei dant 


g 





ng 


* 


gardd 


'garden' 


ei ardd 


fy ngardd ei gardd 


m 


f 


* 


* 


mam 


'mother' 


eifam 


fy mam ei mam 


11 


1 


* 


* 


Uais 


'voice' 


ei lais 


fy llais ei llais 


rh 


r 


* 


* 


rhosyn 


'rose' 


ei rosyn 


fy rhosyn ei rhosyn 



a. Asterisk indicates no change. 

e.g. in caniatdu 'to allow, permit' ; and the derivative nouns are written with a circum- 
flex in positions where vowel length can be distinctive {caniatdd 'permission'). 

Sometimes the circumflex accent is used to distinguish the sequences gwy [gu^;], 
gwy [guii], and gwy [gu^]: thus gwydd [gvttb] 'goose', gwydd [gui:5] 'woods, trees', 
gwyn [gu^n] 'white'. The letter / may be a semivowel when followed by a vowel: thus 
iach [iax] 'healthy', iaith [iai0] 'language', ceiniog ['ksinbg] 'penny'. This is also 
true of w, but only as a result of word-initial lenition (see below): gwaith [gwaiG] 
'work', but ei waith [i 'waiG] 'his work'. 

Like the other Celtic languages, Welsh has a set of morphophonemic alternations 
that affect word-initial sounds; these are referred to as initial mutations and are con- 
ditioned by grammatical factors (with details differing slightly from Irish). The con- 
sonantal changes in pronunciation, which are reflected straightforwardly in the 
spelling, are shown in table 59.9, along with examples. (The order of presentation 
here, from labials to velars, is that generally used by foreign linguists; however, in 
Welsh pedagogy, the order c p t g b d II m rh is more usual.) The type of mutation 
called aspiration has the effect of inserting an h before a word beginning with a vow- 
el: thus enw 'name', ei henw 'her name'; arian 'money', eu harian 'their money'. 

Spoken dialects of Welsh show many phonological reductions and contractions 
which, in the twentieth century, are increasingly represented in writing. All dialects 
show a tendency for word-final/ [v] to be dropped, so that rr^/'town' becomes [tre:]; 
South Welsh shows a similar tendency with word-final dd [9]. 

Sample of Welsh 



I. 


Welsh: 


Yr oedd dau 


gyfaill rywbryd 


yn 


meddwl 


cerdded 


2. 


Transcription: 


r oirb da+ 


'gQvaii 'rubr^d 


on 


'meSul 


■kerSed 


3' 


Gloss: 


ptcl was two 


friends once 


at 


thinking 


walking 



/. trwy 


goed. Cofiodd un 


ohonynt 


fod 


y He yn 


2. tru^; 


'go^d 'kovioS in 


o'hon+nt 


vod 


9 ie on 


J. through 


wood remembered one 


of.them 


being 


the place ptcl 


/. enwog 


am eirth, a dywedodd wrth 


ei 


gyfaiU, "Beth 


2. 'enuog 


am 'oire a dQ'uedoQ 


ure 


i 


'gsvaii be6 


J. famous 


for bears and said 


at 


his 


friend what 


I. a 


ddigwydd inni os daw 


arth 


i'n 


cyfarfod?" 


2. a 


'6igut5 I'ni os 'day 


'are 


in 


ks'varvod 


J. PTCL 


happens to.us if comes 


bear 


to. our 


meeting 



'There were two friends once thinking of walking through a wood. One of them 
remembered the place to be famous for bears, and said to his friend, "What wiU 
happen to us if a bear comes to meet us?"' 

—From a folktale, in Vinay and Thomas 1948: 88. 
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